Control Nurses Association International Conference is to take place here in Northern Ireland. Especially since globally and locally health protection is more than ever before a top priority issue for governments, hospitals and communities. Perhaps more than at any point in our history, we have to work together as a world community against new diseases and in preparation for biological and chemical weapons. At the same time, our key message must be to promote and reinforce time and again the key message for all healthcare practitioners, and that is the fundamental importance of the basic principles and practices of good infection control across all healthcare settings.
The title theme of the conference is: 'Global Issues, Local Solutions'. Two current high profile global issues are SARS and disaster preparedness. The case of the SARS coronavirus, in particular, illustrates the sharp reality that certain infectious diseases can spread rapidly across continents. The need for good communications between healthcare systems has never been more apparent, and this is where nurses can be powerful players. One of the great strengths of nursing is its understanding, through research and clinical practice, of the experiences of patients and professionals. The sharing of experiences, through organisations such as the ICNA or through the internet, has the potential to build personal support, confidence and technical knowledge across countries, and this will form the underpinning for first class clinical care. Perhaps this has special meaning in relation to SARS, where the mortality rate is high among healthcare workers themselves.
The case of smallpox effectively demonstrates three major phases in infection control. First, the successful eradication in 1979, of one of the world's most feared diseases by a collaborative global vaccination programme. Then, ironically, the recent re-emergence of the threat of smallpox as a possible deliberate epidemic. And third, the mobilisation of collective efforts across countries, in establishing alert and response systems and guidelines through the WHO Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network. At local level, infection control nurses are central to the teams across the UK, which are drawing up detailed standards and procedures and setting up and implementing training.
Still at a global level, current disease outbreaks include leptospirosis in Kenya, ebola haemorrhagic fever in Sudan and cholera in Cameroon. The connections between poverty, high mortality and communicable diseases are incontestable and enduring. The 2003 annual AIDS Epidemic Update estimates that every day, 14,000 people are newly infected with HIV and more than 95% of those live in low and middle income countries. The costs of antiretroviral treatment and community-initiated palliative care programmes can be prohibitive in the very countries where they are most needed. Up to half of people living with HIV/AIDS develop tuberculosis and escalating tuberculosis rates over the past decade are largely attributable to HIV.
Against this international backdrop, the profile of infection control in the UK is increasing. For example, there is growing public awareness of the risks of antimicrobial resistance. Again, it is ironic that success in combating infection at one point in history can be overturned by new negative influences -in this case, the adaptation and survival of microbes in response to antibiotic use. A number of factors are working together to attract unprecedented public and media knowledge and interest in infection control, including the increase in hospital-acquired infections and issues around the decontamination of medical devices.
In this context, the importance of good infection control practice by all healthcare practitioners, and the leadership of infection control nurses is more crucial than ever. Infection control is key across the span of healthcare settings, including hospitals, primary care, people's homes, the independent sector and dental surgeries. Clear infection control policies and standards are important for nurses working in occupational health, schools and in childcare. In short, infection control is everyone's business.
And this is where the ICNA plays such an important role. The association is moving forward the educational content for courses and training to raise the profile of infection control, as well as reviewing the competencies needed by all infection control nurses. The association's widely used audit tool has been updated to ensure it complies with all the latest guidance, while at the same time, the intention is to drive forward the research agenda. I am delighted that, in March 2004, the Northern Ireland Regional Infection Control Nurses Association Group was created from the pre-existing Infection Control Nurses Forum.
The Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) in Northern Ireland is driving the whole area of health protection through a number of policy agendas. These include the public health strategy Investing for Health, the current review of public health and through the Department's Priorities for Action, which require Health and Social Services Boards and Trusts to implement the Antimicrobial Resistance Action Plan throughout 2004/2005.
More specifically, I have initiated a strategy on infection control nursing at the request of the Regional Advisory Committee on Communicable Disease Control. The strategy also addresses concerns that were expressed by the Northern Ireland Infection Control Nurses Forum about the future development of this specialist area of nursing and its impact on the provision of services within Northern Ireland. I hope that the strategy will form the basis for more systematic coverage across sectors, improved workforce planning, better education and career structures for infection control nurses, and enhancement of leadership opportunities for nurses working in this field.
In summary, global influences and local priorities are combining to make health protection and infection control nursing more visible and more important than ever before. It is at times like this, when a range of influences converge, that real change often happens. The sixth ICNA International Conference promises to be an exciting event that brings together national and international speakers, thought-provoking debate and, of course, Northern Irish 'craic'. I wish you every success.
Judith Hill Chief Nursing Officer for Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety in Northern Ireland I
